CHAPTER VI

ALONG THE  GOLDEN  ROAD  TO   SAMARKAND

WHEN the winter of the Afghan uplands sets in,
the gypsy nomads of Central Asia migrate with
their black goatVhair tents, their families, flocks,
and fleas, to the plains of India, where they sell
their labour as road-makers, well-diggers, or
house-builders. Not a few of them are excellent
masons ; not a few are first-class thieves. Then,
when spring comes, they gather up their belong-
ings and such new possessions as have been added
into them, from babies to baksheesh, and set their
faces toward the Hindu Kush and the Pamirs,
for the Indian sun blazes down with such blister-
ing ferocity that there is no more grass for their
animals. I have watched these people for days,
and there is no greater human pageant than theirs
to be seen anywhere.

When spring-time flushes the desert grass,

The kafilas wind through the Khyber Pass.

Lean are the camels but fat the frails,

Light are the purses but heavy the bales,

As the snowbound trade of the North comes down

To the market-square of Pershawur town. . . .
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